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UNDER PRESSURE: THE RENTAL HOUSING 

EXPERIENCE OF SENIORS LIVING IN JAMES BAY, 

VICTORIA, is a senior-led, community-based research 

collaboration between James Bay New Horizons 

Society and the Community Social Planning Council of 

Greater Victoria (CSPC). The project focuses on James 

Bay, Victoria’s oldest neighbourhood, in which 48% of 

the population is aged 55 and over. The project team 

explored how the current housing market is impacting 

seniors, the challenges seniors are facing, and 

opportunities for mitigating these challenges.  

The project team created a profile of the community 

based on the Statistics Canada 2016 census and other 

available secondary data. This profile is then built out 

through a survey and focus group for seniors aged 55 

and over renting a home in James Bay, as well as a 

focus group with housing advocacy groups and senior 

service providers. The survey was distributed online 

and through local businesses and service agencies.  

JAMES BAY RENTAL PROFILE 

James Bay is an optimal context for studying 

emerging issues for seniors in a tight housing market.  

▪ James Bay has the oldest population in the city, 
with a median age of 55.2.  

▪ 39.6% of households in James Bay include at least 
one senior.  

▪ 85% of the dwellings were built before 1980. 

▪ The vacancy rate for all units in October 2019 was 
0.7%. 

▪ James Bay has 11 social and affordable housing 
properties (comprising 253 units), which is less 
than 5% of the City’s social housing market. 

 

The survey results echo the community profile and 

reveal the importance of aging in place for James Bay 

seniors: 

▪ 81% earn a gross annual household income less 
than $50,000 – the median income for tenants in 
James Bay is $41,663. 

▪ Over 75% feel strongly about staying in their 
current home, and nearly 90% rate James Bay as a 
very to extremely desirable place for people to 
live as they age. 

 

The ability to safely remain in one’s home or 

community while aging significantly impacts the 

health and quality life of older adults and seniors. 

Having access to a strong social network and activities 

within the community is a key determinant of health 

for the aging population.  

 

The data paints a clear picture of limited housing 

choices for seniors with low to moderate fixed 

incomes and aging housing stock needing renovation 

or redevelopment. 

IMPACTS ON SENIORS 

The study finds that the tight housing and 

unpredictability of the market is driving a general 

sense of fear and frustration for seniors renting in 

James Bay.  

 

Security of tenure 

▪ 65% report high levels of concern over rising costs 
and renovictions. 

▪ 75% have faced obstacles to finding housing in 
the neighbourhood. 

▪ 65% would be financially impacted if their rent 
increased, and would have to cut back on social 
outings, groceries, medications, transportation, 
and communication methods. 

▪ 39% have already had to make financial cutbacks 
to afford rent. 

 

 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
ECUTIVE SUMMARY 
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Core housing need 

▪ In 2016, 47% of tenants in James Bay were 
spending more than 30% of their income on 
shelter costs – average rent increased in James 
Bay by 20% between 2016 and 2020. Fixed 
incomes have not kept pace, and seniors in the 
study report spending up to 60% of their income 
on housing. 

▪ The most common living conditions reported in 
the surveys are: unaffordable rent, inadequate 
income, and lack of maintenance and repair 
issues – all of these conditions may contribute to 
households falling within core housing need. 

Rising rent, fear and unpredictability 

▪ 2018 witnessed the most substantial surge in 
average rents in James Bay, where bachelor and 
one-bedroom units increased in rent by 12.3% 
and 10.8%, respectively. 

Lack of affordable housing 

▪ 65% report that rents are too high, and 49% 
report that there is not enough housing that fits 
their budget while searching for housing in James 
Bay. 

▪ Reported access challenges include: a lack of 
appropriately sized housing units, long waitlist for 
subsidized/affordable housing units, complex 
rental process, and landlords having the 
advantage over tenants because of the extremely 
low vacancy rates. 

Vulnerable groups 

Individuals who are Indigenous, Newcomers, living on 

low or fixed incomes, are female and/or living alone, 

or living with a disability or health challenge are more 

vulnerable to low income and/or discrimination. 

▪ 44% identify as belonging to one or more 
vulnerable groups. 

▪ A higher portion of respondents from vulnerable 
groups reported low satisfaction with their 
housing, that rent is too high, and that they have 

faced accessibility and discrimination challenges 
when looking for housing. 

CONCLUSIONS 

Aging in place and social connection are key 

determinants of health for seniors. The seniors in this 

study feel connected and wish to stay where they are. 

However, low to moderate-income seniors in the 

rental housing market are facing a significant crisis of 

affordability, security of tenure, and rent stability. The 

high rental costs in the neighbourhood are taxing the 

budgets of seniors’ particularly because so many rely 

heavily on fixed incomes.  

 

 Recommendations 

1.  Development of appropriately sized seniors 

rental housing in James Bay that is affordable 

to low and moderate-income seniors. This 

housing could either be subsidized or non-

subsidized with SAFER supports (though the 

study identifies inadequacies with the SAFER 

program). 

2.  Develop a senior's navigator program in 

James Bay for seniors who are struggling or at 

risk in their current housing. This navigator 

would provide seniors with a place to access 

support in finding available housing, advocacy 

resources, assistance with applications for 

income supplements, and services.  

3.  Establish a food security program in the 

neighbourhood of James Bay for seniors to 

access, such as a food pantry, food bank, 

and/or community food hub that includes 

meals or meal delivery. This support is 

currently occurring in the community as part 

of the response to COVID-19, and something 

similar will need to be sustained following the 

pandemic. 
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SENIORS IN JAMES BAY, Victoria’s oldest 

neighbourhood, are feeling significant pressure in 

the current rental housing market in Victoria. This 

neighbourhood is home to a large portion of the 

city’s seniors. They are well connected to this 

senior-friendly, amenity-rich, and walkable 

neighbourhood. In recent years, the scarcity of 

affordable rental housing, rapid development and 

building rehabilitation in James Bay has made 

securing and maintaining housing challenging for 

many. The rising rental costs in the neighbourhood 

are taxing the budgets of seniors, particularly 

because so many rely heavily on fixed incomes. 

This project was an opportunity to examine the 

experiences of seniors living in this rental market 

to get a better understanding of how they are 

impacted by it and who is most impacted.  

 

This senior-led community-based research study 

was a collaboration between James Bay New 

Horizons Society and the Community Social 

Planning Council of Greater Victoria (CSPC). It was 

made possible through the federal government’s 

New Horizons for Seniors Program Grant, the 

Victoria Foundation Community Focus Grant, and 

the Hamber Foundation.   

 

James Bay New Horizons (JBNH) is a not-for-profit 

society that was established in 1974, operating as 

an activity centre in the neighbourhood of James 

Bay in Victoria, British Columbia. The centre 

provides accessible programs, services, and 

volunteer opportunities to members and local 

residents. Goals include: to help people maintain, 

improve, and develop new skills, interests, and 

social opportunities; and to enhance the quality of 

life of members and visitors. To this end, JBNH 

supports initiatives that advocate for seniors in the 

community. 

The CSPC is a non-profit charitable organization 

that has been delivering services and leading social 

planning and community development across the 

region for over 80 years. The CSPC is an umbrella 

group for the broader non-profit sector, tracking 

trends, providing organizational support and 

evidence-based advocacy tools, and conducting 

community-based research. The CSPC also has a 

strong record of providing support to non-profits in 

the evaluation of programs and projects, 

development of metrics, as well as supporting 

broader collective impact functions. 

PROJECT GOALS 

This senior’s rental housing study for the James Bay 

neighbourhood focuses on the experience of 

seniors (55+) who rent a home in James Bay to 

help determine:  

▪ The impact the rental housing market is having 
on seniors. 

▪ The existing amenities and gaps in housing and 
support services for seniors. 

▪ How to fill these gaps and support seniors in 
the current rental market. 

METHODOLOGY 

This community-based research study was 

coordinated by a Seniors Advisory Committee. The 

Committee also supported the project as volunteer 

researchers, placing seniors at the centre of the 

project and playing a vital role in sharing their 

collective knowledge, skills, and experiences with 

their peers.  

 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 
DUCTION 
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The Advisory Committee met in person every three 

to four weeks. Their role was to:  

▪ develop a research plan,  

▪ draft the research tools,  

▪ strategize for participant recruitment,  

▪ administer the survey, and 

▪ review and verify preliminary findings.  

 

The CSPC acted as the project coordinator and 

provided research support. This included cleaning, 

analyzing, and verifying the data. The Advisory 

Committee also helped to determine the key 

highlights of the survey data and assisted with 

developing an infographic for the focus groups.  

 

The research questions included: 

▪ What is the rental experience of seniors in the 
James Bay neighbourhood of Victoria? 

▪ How do the current housing market conditions 
impact seniors in the neighbourhood?  

▪ What are the challenges they are facing? 

▪ Who is most impacted and most vulnerable to 
these challenges? 

▪ What are the opportunities for mitigating 
these challenges? 

 

This study used a mixed-method research 

approach with primary and secondary data sources 

with qualitative and quantitative methods.  

Primary data sources include: 

▪ A survey for seniors aged 55 and over in the 
community (122 seniors filled out the survey). 

▪ A focus group with five seniors who rent in 
James Bay. 

▪ A focus group with 12 housing advocacy groups 
and senior service providers.   

 

Study findings are synthesized and presented in 

the various sections of this report. Quotes from 

survey respondents have been anonymized and 

appear throughout the report. 

 

Primary source data are contextualized through 

the use of secondary source statistics specific to 

seniors in Victoria and, where possible, the James 

Bay neighbourhood. Secondary data sources 

include Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation 

(CMHC), Statistics Canada, BC Stats, City of Victoria 

and the Capital Regional District. Additionally, a 

brief review of relevant publications by local 

industry and special interest groups was also 

conducted.    

Survey and Focus Group Recruitment 

The 31-question survey was made available both 

online and in paper copies. The survey was 

distributed throughout the James Bay 

neighbourhood from October 7 to November 1, 

2019. Promotional flyers and copies of the survey 

were distributed through local businesses and 

service agencies, including the James Bay New 

Horizons Society Community Center, local shops 

and stores, some apartment buildings with high 

numbers of senior residents, and other senior-

providing services. Advisory members and other 

volunteers also distributed surveys at meal 

programs at the James Bay New Horizons Society 

and the James Bay Community School and assisted 

respondents with filling out the surveys. 

 
Focus groups were attended by members of the 

research team, including an assigned note-taker 

who summarized the content and themes and 

collected the information that was analyzed by the 

CSPC using content analysis techniques. The focus 

group data were used to contextualize survey data 

and provide more depth to the survey results. The 

survey’s quantitative data were reviewed in MS 

Excel, and qualitative responses were coded 

inductively and subjected to a thematic analysis to 

uncover key themes using NVivo software.  
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The surveys were self-completed, and not every 

respondent answered every question. ‘N’ is used to 

identify the number of respondents who 

responded to each question, and the percentages 

used in the report are based on those who 

responded to specific questions rather than the 

total sample. 

LIMITATIONS 

The survey and focus groups used self-selection 

sampling; it was not random. Self- selection 

sampling, also referred to as volunteer sampling, is 

a method used to access a target population that 

can relate to the research and wants to engage 

(Alvi, 2016). This type of sampling has an inherent 

bias. The data was triangulated with secondary 

data where possible to mitigate that. 

 

Other notable limitations include that the sample 

size was small in relation to the total population of 

seniors in James Bay, and over-represents women.  

 

The survey represents the economic and social 

concern of the current rental housing market, from 

a sample of seniors sharing their rental housing 

experience in James Bay and was not intended to 

be representative. The data should not be 

extrapolated to the broader senior population. 
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Survey Highlights 

• All survey respondents rent a home in 
James Bay. However, 7% report living with 
family, couch surfing (including seniors in 
the most elderly group 85+), having a 
leasehold agreement, living in cooperative 
housing, or living in a seniors residence. 

• 56% have lived in their current household 
five years or less. 

•  

 

THE SURVEY RESULTS and qualitative data 

collected over the course of this project are 

contextualized here with available public statistics. 

Together, this data paints a detailed picture of the 

current rental market in the James Bay 

neighbourhood. 

A HIGH PERCENTAGE OF SENIORS 

Compared to other neighbourhoods in Victoria, 

James Bay has the oldest population in the city, 

with a median age of 55.2 (Statistics Canada, 

2016). The 2016 census indicates that 39.6% of 

households in James Bay included at least one 

senior (Canadian Mortgage and Housing 

Corporation [CMHC] Housing Market Information 

Portal). 

In 2016, the population of James Bay was 11,275 

and 3,465 seniors over the age of 65 called the 

neighbourhood home. This comprises just over 

30% of the population in the community – if 

seniors aged 55-64 are included, this rises to 48% 

(CMHC Housing Portal).  In comparison, seniors 

aged 65 and older made up 21% of the City 

Victoria’s total population in that year, rising to 

35% for individuals 55+. 

 

 

JAMES BAY HAS A HIGH PERCENTAGE OF 

RENTERS  

According to CMHC Housing data, of the 6990 

households in James Bay, 68% are tenants, and 

31% of those rental households are led by 

someone who is aged 65+ (the primary household 

maintainers/person responsible for the rental 

payment). This number rises to 49% for those over 

the age of 55 (CMHC Housing Portal).   

There is a high level of mobility. Over half of the 

survey respondents have been in their homes five 

years or less. The majority live in single-tenant 

households, which could be a contributing factor. 

Another factor could be the lack of security of 

tenure within the current housing rental market. 

 

Survey Highlights 

• 122 seniors 55+ responded. 

• 72% were between the ages of 65-84. 

• 73% were women (women are 57% of 
the general seniors’ population in James 
Bay). 

JAMES BAY RENTAL PROFILE  

FILE  

10%
17%

29%
17%

26%

U N D E R 1  
Y E A R

1  T O  3  
Y E A R S

3  T O  5  
Y E A R S

5  T O  1 0  
Y E A R S

M O R E  
T H A N  1 0  

Y E A R S

LENGTH OF T IME IN CURRENT 
HOME
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According to CMHC (2013), marital status 

influences movement, as people who are older and 

married tend to move less. Most older adults who 

move are typically tenants going to other rental 

accommodations, especially those living in 

apartment buildings. This group may have less 

security of long-term tenure. Further, seniors 

typically make a household move to downsize 

between the ages of 65 and 75 (CMHC, 2013). With 

James Bay being a senior-friendly neighbourhood, 

many of the survey respondents may have recently 

downsized to their current homes within the past 

five years.  

HOUSING STOCK IS A CHALLENGE 

There are strong themes in the data around the 

age of housing stock and lack of affordable rental 

housing stock for low to moderate incomes. 

Aging Housing Stock 

“The ongoing plumbing problems in the 

building from lack of maintenance by the 

owners is causing water to be shut off 

frequently.” -Survey respondent 

With 85% of dwellings in James Bay built before 

1980, it is not surprising that the data shows 

serious concern about aging multi-unit housing 

stock and renovations to rehabilitate older 

buildings.  

In the James Bay neighbourhood, 1240 (26%) 

rental households needed minor repairs, and 380 

(8%) needed major repairs in 2016 (CMHC, 2016). 

Table 1 shows that this was a 30% increase from 

2011 and indicates that building rehabilitation will 

continue for several years yet. The prospect of 

these renovations and upgrades is leaving seniors 

feeling vulnerable to increasing rents and possible 

displacement, due to the increase in unit value 

following renovation.  

 “I am concerned that the apartment rental we 

have found for March may not be long term. I 

have heard about [‘renovictions’]. This is a 

possibility as the building is older.”  – Survey 

respondent 

 
Table 1: INCREASE IN HOUSEHOLDS NEEDING REPAIR 

 2011 2016 % Increase 

Minor Repairs 950 1240 23% 

Major Repairs 265 380 30% 
Source: CMHC National Household Survey data, 2016 

 

Lack of Rental Supply  

The vacancy rate for all rental units in James Bay 

was the lowest in Canada at 0.7%, and well below 

the national average of 2.2% (CMHC 2020). 

 

According to the City of Victoria’s most recent 

Housing Report (2018), a total of 392 rental units 

were permitted in 2018, the majority of these in 

James Bay. This was a significant increase in rental 

housing compared to previous years. However, the 

majority of these units are in new seniors’ luxury 

condo and rental developments: Tapestry at 

Victoria Harbour and the luxury rental conversion 

of James Bay Harbour Towers (Wilson, 2016). 

Neither project includes affordable housing rental 

units; instead, the developers have added to the 

City of Victoria’s affordable housing fund (Hawkes, 

2017). The city also reports that James Bay saw an 

average of three new secondary or garden suites 

per year between 2007-2018 (City of Victoria op. 

cit.).  
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IN THE WORDS OF JAMES BAY SENIORS 

“We own a home in [another community in BC], 
which we will be selling in the spring. We are  
presently subletting in James Bay and have 
found an apartment to rent in  March. We will 
not be buying here.” – Survey respondent 
 
“I had to find a new place with unfair and 
impossibly short notice - leading me to take the 
first available option rather than search for a 
place that would truly be ‘home’” – Survey 
respondent 
 
 

Local data also reveal a trend in the neighbourhood 

favouring conversion of rental apartments and 

single-family homes into strata ownership, and the 

development of condominiums and strata title 

properties, contributing to a loss of rental units 

(James Bay New Horizons, 2017).  

According to CMHC, as of October 2019, the total 

number of rental units in James Bay that would be 

suitable for low to moderate-income senior singles 

and couples include: 

▪ 530 bachelor suites at an average rent of $974. 

▪ 2036 1-bedroom suites at an average rent of 
$1,208. 

In conclusion, although housing has been added to 

James Bay in recent years, strata title properties 

and high-cost luxury rentals will not address the 

affordability issue for seniors in the community.  It 

could be argued that this new housing could have a 

very slight trickle-down effect if those units are 

taken by seniors who can afford the higher cost, 

freeing up rental units they may vacate in the 

neighbourhood, but this would not address the 

neighbourhood demand. 

Social Housing Stock  

Housing exists on a continuum that shows a 

progression from homelessness to 

homeownership. From one end to the other, there 

is a range of housing for seniors, some with more 

support and some with less. The City of Victoria 

defines affordable housing as housing where the 

price does not exceed 30% of the gross annual 

household income for very low to moderate-

income households (City of Victoria, 2019). 

Affordable housing can be self-sustaining or 

require an ongoing government subsidy to 

operate. Subsidized housing is typically developed 

for individuals with special needs that often have 

limited finances such as: seniors, homeless 

individuals, and people with barriers such as 

addiction and mental health issues or the 

developmentally disabled (Forbes, 2014). 

 

The range of housing options can be confusing and 

overwhelming. Table 2 demonstrates a housing 

continuum that focuses on seniors’ housing needs 

and the different types of housing available to 

seniors. This diagram categorizes and provides 

examples of the different options by whether they 

are at market or non-market rent, and the level of 

support. 

 

Social housing available to seniors in James Bay 

According to local reports by James Bay New 

Horizons Society and the James Bay 

Neighbourhood Association, James Bay has 11 

social and affordable housing properties 

(comprising 253 units), which is less than five 

percent of the City’s social housing market. Many 

of these units in James Bay were not built for 

seniors who are independently renting housing, as 

they were designed either for families of larger 

households or frail seniors who require supportive 

housing. As with other social housing, access to 

these units is a lengthy process (Adams, 2017).   
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Table 2: HOUSING CONTINUUM FOR SENIOR'S HOUSING IN JAMES BAY (Source: BC Housing website) 

 

A search of the BC Housing website identifies 235 

units suitable for seniors (studio and 1-bedroom 

units) (see Table 3 for a list of social housing units 

in Victoria). Of the 235 units available in the city, 

14 are located within the James Bay 

neighbourhood. All the units are subsidized (rents 

geared to income) or affordable (low or near 

market rents) rental housing and typically would 

have a lengthy waitlist for vacancies.  

 

Additionally, there is a current plan in place for the 

redevelopment of the Capital Regional Housing 

Corporation (CRHC) property, Michigan Square. 

This 62-unit housing development will expand to 

provide 106 affordable studios, one, two and 

three-bedroom units to the neighbourhood 

(Capital Regional District, 2019). BC Housing tracks 

unit need through a waitlist that can be quite 

lengthy. Based on data available in 2015, seniors 

comprised 40% of the 1,239 households in the CRD 

waiting for available social housing units (CSPC 

2018).  

Subsidies aimed at making rent more affordable for individuals with low to 

moderate incomes. 

Shelter Aid for Elderly 

Renters (SAFER) 

Housing Type                            Description                                          Examples 

N
o

n
-M

ar
ke

t 

 

M
ar

ke
t 

Emergency Shelters 

Transitional Houses 

Supportive Housing 

Assisted Living 

Subsidized Senior 

Rental Housing 

Rental Subsidies 

Near Market Rental 

Housing 

Independent Market 

Rental 

Private Long-Term 

Care 

Home/Condo 

Ownership 

Temporary but immediate places to stay for anyone who is homeless or at 

risk of homelessness (maximum stay is typically 30 days). 

 
Safe, temporary shelter that is staffed 24/7 (maximum stay is typically from 

30 days and 3 years). 

BC Housing program providing specially modified rental homes for low-

income seniors and people with disabilities who need some assistance to 

live on their own. 

 
Assisted living residences and residential care facilities that provide a range 

of services from personal care to 24-hour professional care and supervision. 

 

Long-term housing for people who permanently reside in British Columbia. 

Rental fees are calculated on a rent geared to income basis. 

 

Affordable rental housing for people who have a low-to-moderate income 

and near-market rental housing for people with an income below the 

median. 

 

At market, private, and independent rentals often in apartments, or 

secondary suites. 

 
Housing providing seniors with help with daily activities and providing 24-

hour nursing and personal care. 

 
Independent home ownership with the option for in home care or adaptive 

support. 

Sandy Merriman House 

Next Steps Transitional 

Shelter 

Rose Manor Phases I & 

II 

Parry Place 

Pacifica Seniors Lodge 

Kew Court 

Seaview Towers 

Amica, Tapestry 

Condo/ Single Family 

Home 
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4%

20%

27%
31%

13%

3% 3%

Less than
$10,000

$10,000 to
$19,999

$20,000 to
$29,999

$30,000 to
$49,999

$50,000 to
$74,999

$75,000 to
$99,999

$100,000 or
more

MOST HAVE A HOUSEHOLD INCOME BELOW $50,000

INCOMES 

The median tenant household income in James Bay 

is $41,663. This is well below the $53,126 median 

household income for the City of Victoria (CMHC 

Housing Portal). This difference indicates that 

residents in James Bay earn less than the general 

Victoria population, which could be a result of the 

high number of seniors living in the 

neighbourhood. These statistics align with the 

survey data: the majority reported annual 

household gross incomes less than $50,000. 

Table 3: SOCIAL HOUSING IN THE CITY OF VICTORIA – BC HOUSING 

Name of Housing 
Number of Units Available 

to Seniors -singles and 
couples 

Target Group Type of Housing 

Superior Housing Co-op 6 - 1 Bedroom Seniors and families 
Subsidized, rent geared to income, 
below-market rental, co-op 

Campbell Lodge 
74 - Studio 
26 - 1-Bedroom 

Seniors, persons with 
disabilities 

Subsidized, rent geared to income 
housing 

Rose Manor Phase III 13 - 1 Bedroom Seniors (75 and older) 
Subsidized, rent geared to income 
housing 

Camas Garden 
36 - studios 
3 - studio wheelchair 
5 - 1-bedroom 

Seniors, persons with 
disabilities 

Subsidized, rent geared to income 
housing, supportive housing, 

Kew Court 8 -1 Bedroom 
Seniors, singles, families, 
persons with disabilities, 
couples 

Subsidized, rent geared to income 
housing, below-market rentals 

Rose Manor Phase 1 and 
2 

14 - Studio 
43 - 1 bedroom 

Seniors housing with 
support 

Subsidized, rent geared to income 
housing, supportive housing 

Mary Cridge Manor 
1 Studio 
6- 1 bedroom 

Seniors, families, persons 
with disabilities 

Subsidized housing 

      Source: BC Housing Website 

Survey Highlights: 

• The majority of survey respondents (81%) 
earn a gross household income less than 
$50,000. 

• Most households received a pension and 
11% earn income through part-time or 
full-time work. 

• Almost 78% of the those who earned 
$30,000 to $49,999 live alone. 

“Why should my rent be 

raised every year? I don’t 

receive an increase in my 

income every year. It would 

break my heart to leave 

James Bay. I grew up here.”  

-Survey respondent. 
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COMMUNITY ATTACHMENT AND SOCIAL 

CONNECTEDNESS 

 

The seniors in our study express a strong desire to 

remain in the neighbourhood even if they needed 

to move from their current homes. This section will 

explore the themes of community attachment, 

social connectedness, and senior-friendly local 

amenities in the context of “aging in place”.  Aging 

in place is the ability to safely and independently 

live in the same home or community as you get 

older (Healthy Families BC, 2015).  

According to CMHC, the desire to age in place, 

whether in the family home or a familiar 

neighbourhood, seems to be a sentiment shared by 

most Canadians (CMHC, 2012). 

AMENITIES, PLACE AND WELLBEING 

“We need more affordable housing. [James Bay] is 

excellent if [seniors] can afford it...amenities are all 

close by. The bus service is great.” -Survey 

respondent 

A report on seniors’ rental housing and its impacts 

published by BC Non-Profit Housing Association 

(2010) underscores the positive impact social 

interactions have on health and wellbeing. The 

report notes that as individuals age, older adults 

risk losing social ties and may be more dependent 

on social interactions available within their 

immediate communities (BC Non-Profit Housing 

Association, 2010). The survey data in this study 

support the importance of strong community ties, 

as 70% of survey respondents feel that it is very to 

extremely important for them to remain in James 

Bay as they age. 

 

The literature shows that staying within the same 

community is beneficial to the overall health and 

wellbeing of seniors as “neighbourhoods may have 

an effect on health and may be an environment to 

which older people have greater sensitivity due to 

longevity of residence and changing levels of 

functioning” (Wiles et al., 2012, p. 357- 358). 

Survey respondents see James Bay as a community 

where they would like to continue aging, and, as 

other sets of this data have shown, they fear not 

being able to do so. 

 

“I feel that I would be forced to move out of James 

Bay - to an area that is less safe, with fewer 

community amenities.” -Survey respondent 

 

 

Survey Highlights 

• Over 75% feel strongly about staying in their 
current home. 

• One-third have lived in James Bay for 15 or 
more years. 

• Nearly 90% rate James Bay as a very to 
extremely desirable place for people to live 
as they age. 

• Over 70% report that it is very to extremely 
important for them to remain in James Bay 
as they age. 

• Over 3/4 agree or strongly agree that they 
have leisure activities or work that give them 
satisfaction. 

• 26% have lived in their current home for ten 
or more years.  
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Seniors who participated in the study identified a 

strong sense of community in James Bay and good 

amenities. 

 

Senior-friendly amenities identified within the 

James Bay neighbourhood by study participants 

include:  

▪ Nearby activity centre, newcomers’ meet-up 
groups, and local publications enable seniors to 
be socially connected to their community. 

▪ Lots of shops and stores close by – high 
walkability, less work to move around. 

▪ Great transit. 

▪ Accessibility within the neighbourhood. 

▪ The support of and connections to the 
community. 

▪ Mild weather and beautiful landscape. 

▪ Small-town atmosphere. 

Although the amenities are rich, participants 

identify some gaps, including the need for a local 

‘hub’ with information and support to navigate 

available rental housing, housing applications, 

income assistance, tenant rights, and other 

services related to health and wellness for seniors. 

The creation of a local seniors’ housing and service 

navigator would greatly benefit the community 

and its senior members. A central location is 

needed to get detailed information and ask 

questions about programs and services ranging 

from federal income assistance or provincial 

housing initiatives to local services for seniors. 

 

“We need a (liaison advocate) to help seniors 

solve their rental dilemma.” – Survey 

respondent  

British Columbia’s Residential Tenancy Act (RTA) 

governs relations between landlords and tenants in 

residential rental accommodations. A large 

majority of respondents (87%) know about the 

Residential Tenancy Act in BC; however, 75% want 

more information about the RTA.  

 

Other gaps in services and amenities include the 

absence of a food bank and the high cost of fresh 

produce in James Bay. Having inexpensive, fresh 

produce and food available for community 

members is essential as nearly 1 in 5 survey 

respondents indicate that they would have to cut 

back on groceries if their rent increased $25 per 

month.   

 

While many senior participants feel that the transit 

system is excellent in the community, several 

seniors identified a need for assistance with bus 

passes. Transit cost is a barrier due to the high cost 

of living. This was recognized by the City of 
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Victoria’s Seniors Task Force, who suggests that the 

city should advocate to the province to review 

eligibility requirements for low-income seniors for 

transit passes and add a second level income test 

for the annual bus pass program (Seniors Task 

Force, 2020).  

 

Focus group participants favour local non-profit 

program delivery over one big agency. However, 

they feel that there is a lack of knowledge and 

coordination between services. Providers are often 

not able to collectively work together because of 

funding distribution that places organizations into 

competition for sparse funds.  

 

In summary, access to the variety of resources 

available for seniors is confusing and unclear. 

Additionally, the data show that current income 

supplements are not sufficient to assist in 

mitigating seniors’ feelings of fear around housing 

security. James Bay New Horizons Society does its 

best to assist with this but lacks the capacity.   
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THE SURVEY RESULTS and qualitative data from 

this project are contextualized here with available 

public statistics to explore the impacts of the 

housing market on seniors living in rental housing 

in James Bay. The word cloud above shows that 

affordability, fixed incomes, and security of tenure 

are strong themes throughout the comments. 

Underlying these themes is a general sense of fear 

and frustration driven by the unpredictability of 

the market.  

Choosing a home is a big decision for anyone. For 

seniors, the choice is made even more challenging 

by the need to consider things like potential 

changes in health or mobility, access to healthcare 

and community services, changes in income during 

retirement, and how close they need to be to 

family and friends (CMHC, 2018).  

The prior section details the limited rental housing 

choice available to seniors in James Bay, 

particularly seniors with low to moderate fixed 

incomes. As further development and renovation 

occur in the neighbourhood, the availability of 

affordable rental supply is likely to further decline, 

leaving many seniors on fixed incomes in a very 

precarious position. 

SECURITY OF TENURE  

“[My] building sold - renoviction or demolition on 

the way? There is nothing affordable available!”  

  - Survey Respondent 

 

Survey Highlights 

• 65% are concerned over rising rent costs and 
renovictions. 

• 65% would be financially impacted if their rent 
increased $25 a month. 

• 39% have already cut spending on groceries, 
cable or internet, transportation, and social 
outings due to budget constraints. 

• 75% faced obstacles when searching for a 
home in James Bay. 

• 64% know of other seniors who have been 
forced to leave James Bay due to affordability.  

IMPACTS ON SENIORS 
RS 

 
Top 300 words from 

the James Bay Seniors’ 

Survey 

 



 

 

 

UNDER PRESSURE I 18 

The data show that many seniors living in James 

Bay do not feel secure in their current housing. 

Further, the data reveals the impact housing 

insecurity is having on the mental health and 

overall stress levels of lower-income seniors 

renting in James Bay. As mentioned previously, 

nearly 1 in 6 survey respondents have already 

moved in the past five years due to housing costs. 

Survey respondents fear that if they do have to 

move, it could mean moving somewhere where 

they are paying much more, where the housing 

conditions are worse, where they are socially 

isolated and for some who cannot afford more, 

where they are homeless.  

 

“[I] fear of moving out of current living space, 

in case [my new] housing conditions are 

worse.” -  Survey respondent 

 

As mentioned in the earlier section, aging in place 

is correlated with health. This is clear in the survey 

where 77% say it is very to extremely important for 

them to remain in their homes as they age. This 

aligns with national data that indicate 85% of 

Canadians over the age of 55 want to stay in their 

present home for as long as possible, even if there 

are changes in their health (CMHC, 2018). The 

current rental market in James Bay and throughout 

Victoria is challenging the need for security of 

tenure.   

 

The province of British Columbia defines 

‘renoviction’ as “a term used in British Columbia to 

describe an eviction that is carried out to renovate 

or repair a rental unit” (Government of British 

Columbia, 2019). Although only 8% of survey 

respondents have experienced ‘renovictions’ in the 

past five years, this term came up repeatedly in 

survey comments. It should be noted that the 

survey was not designed to recruit seniors who 

have recently moved out of James Bay due to 

renoviction, so we were unable to capture this 

experience.  

The City of Victoria is taking action to prevent the 

loss of rental housing supply due to redevelopment 

and repairs on buildings to try and maintain 

affordable housing stock, which should help to halt 

some of the eviction practices by landlords.  

Unfortunately, it appears that the seniors who 

responded to the survey do not have a strong 

awareness of the tenant rights regarding 

protection against renovictions. The tenant 

protection initiatives being introduced by the city 

include:  

▪ Tenant Assistance Policy - provides better 
support for renters who are required to move 
when their building is rezoned for 
redevelopment. 

▪ Residential Rental Tenure Zoning – aims to 
preserve existing and future rental housing in 
Victoria. 

▪ Housing Agreements – reduce barriers such as 
pet or age restrictions in new development. 

▪ Housing Working Group - reviews progress on 
housing strategy items. 

 

Additional measures by the province include fixed 

allowable annual rent increase set by the province. 

However, despite these measures, the pressures of 

aging stock, lack of affordability, and low vacancy 

rate create ongoing housing insecurity for James 

Bay senior residents. Seniors in our study indicate 

that even a $25 increase in rent is unaffordable to 

many whose budgets have already been taxed by 

prior hikes. They also report being pressured out of 

their current residence because of building owners 

and property managers wishing to raise rents on 

the unit to the current market rate. Respondents 

felt property owners create undesirable living 

conditions; therefore, making it challenging for 

people to remain in their homes. Building 

purchases that introduced new property managers 

are also a trigger for worry over future 

renovictions.  
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“My building was under renovation - noisy and 

dangerous (asbestos). I moved but am paying 

higher rent.” – Survey respondent  

 

CORE HOUSING NEED  

There was a range of undesirable living conditions 

that many survey respondents are currently 

experiencing. The most common include 

unaffordable rent, inadequate income, lack of 

maintenance and repair issues, and conflicts with 

landlords – all of which result in stress and poor 

housing conditions. Several of these conditions 

place a household in core housing need as defined 

by the CMHC (CMHC, 2019).  

 

Although we cannot quantify the number of survey 

respondents who are spending more than 30% of 

their income on housing or who are in core housing 

need, some respondents voiced their concerns 

regarding unaffordable rents. 

 

 

 

 

“Rising costs...I am spending more than 60% of 

my income on rent!” - Survey respondent 

 

 

Based on the CMHC core housing need data for 

seniors and anecdotal information from this 

project’s survey, many respondents had rents that 

exceeded 30% and even 50% of their incomes, 

suggesting that they are experiencing core housing 

need.  

 

Historical census data indicate that seniors aged 

65+ in James Bay have represented a significant 

portion of the households in core housing need 

from 2006-2016. In 2016, 47% of the tenants in 

James Bay were spending more than 30% of their 

income on shelter costs. In 2019 James Bay had the 

highest average rent for a one-bedroom suite in 

the City of Victoria, at $1,208 per month, and is 

second to the Langford/Colwood neighbourhood 

for rent across the region (CMHC, 2020). This is a 

20% increase in average rent since 2016.  

 Data from the 2016 census indicate there were 

3,855 households in James Bay deemed vulnerable 

and tested for core housing need with household 

maintainers 55+. Table 4 provides a snapshot of 

the James Bay households in core housing need, 

with an emphasis on senior households. 

 

 

  

According to CMHC, a household is 
considered to be in core housing need if: 

▪ Housing is unacceptable (does not meet 
one or more of the adequacy, suitability 
or affordability standards). 

▪ Acceptable alternative housing in the 
community would cost 30% or more of its 
before-tax income. 
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Table 4 indicates: 

▪ Households with senior renters who are single 
are more likely than senior couple renters to 
be in core housing need. 

▪ Of the 1,460 households sampled, 42.5% met 
the criteria for core housing need.  

 

Although seniors of all ages have a high proportion 

of core housing need, pre-seniors aged 55 to 64 

(33.1%) were less likely to be in core housing need 

than seniors 65+ (42.5%). This could be attributed 

to the fact that one-person tenant households, in 

general, had high core housing need at 38.7%. 

 

Gender is a contributing factor to household core 

housing need, as single women renters 65+ had a 

high incidence (53.2%) when compared to their 

male counterparts (40.3%). Ability level is also a 

factor in housing need: 36.6% of households with 

activity limitations were deemed to be in core 

housing need. 

 

Of the households tested for core housing need, 

challenges with meeting the affordability criteria 

was the most prominent:  70.2% of households 

tested for core housing need in James Bay fell 

below the affordability standard. 

 

Housing adequacy refers to the condition of a 

housing unit. A unit in poor repair that puts a 

tenant in an unhealthy housing situation would 

meet the criteria for core housing need. As noted 

previously, the neighbourhood of James Bay has a 

high proportion of older housing stock.  Focus 

group participants indicated that seniors are living 

Table 4: HOUSEHOLDS IN CORE HOUSING NEED 

 
Data source: CHMC Housing Market Information Portal – Core Housing Need for James Bay 
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in buildings with poor building management and 

poor physical living conditions, which is having an 

impact on physical and mental health. The aging 

housing stock is likely to contribute to the risk for 

core housing need, as many older units require 

significant repairs. Seniors are living in these units, 

which may not be adequate; however, doing the 

needed repairs increases the risk of rent increases 

and possible renovictions.      

RISING RENTS 

A strong theme shared by many survey 

respondents is the concern over rising rents while 

living on fixed pension incomes. Table 5 provides 

the percentage change of average rents by type of 

unit from 2016-2019 in the James Bay 

neighbourhood. There has been a significant rise in 

rents over the past five years. 2018 witnessed the 

most substantial surge, with an average increase of 

11.1% for all units. Bachelor units saw the highest 

increase at 12.3%. These rises in neighbourhood 

rents validate the concerns of the survey 

respondents who are struggling financially to keep 

up while pensions and income remain fixed. In 

2018, the provincial government reduced the 

maximum allowable rent increases by limiting 

them to the rate of inflation. While this lower rent 

cap will provide greater financial security for 

renters, it does not address the erosion prior 

increases have caused, and the effect will be 

limited unless fixed incomes increase 

commensurately.  

Table 5: RENT INCREASES 2016-2020 IN JAMES BAY 

 Average monthly rent 
Percentage change of 

average rent (%) 

Year Bachelor 
One 

Bedroom 
Bachelor 

One 
Bedroom 

2019 $975 $1208 0 0 

2018 $995 $1071 12.3 10.8 

2017 $843 $1055 3.5 6.3 

Source: CMHC. (2020). Primary rental market statistics – James Bay 

area  

FEAR AND UNPREDICTABILITY 

“The lack of availability is VERY frightening for 

a senior. It makes me feel like I don't have 

housing security - or control over my own living 

situation.” - Survey respondent 

 

Throughout the qualitative and quantitative data, 

unpredictability and lack of control in the rental 

housing situation is driving a great sense of fear 

and frustration.  

 

“Because I've been in the same apartment for 9 

years, I am benefitting from rent control. However, 

next year's possible rent increase percentage and 

the potential for renoviction - and the reality that I 

would not be able to afford another decent rental 

in James Bay - or anywhere in the Victoria area - 

are constant sources of worry.” – Survey 

respondent 

 

3%

3%

4%

5%

9%

29%

48%

STAY WITH FRIENDS/FAMILY IN GREATER VICTORIA

STAY WITH FRIENDS/FAMILY OUTSIDE OF GREATER VICTORIA

LOOK FOR ANOTHER PLACE OUTSIDE OF GREATER VICTORIA

MOVE OUT OF THE PROVINCE/COUNTRY

LOOK FOR ANOTHER PLACE IN GREATER VICTORIA

I DON'T KNOW

LOOK FOR ANOTHER PLACE IN JAMES BAY

IF MY TENANCY WAS TERMINATED I WOULD:
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Additionally, mental health impacts from that 

stress, anxiety and fear were expressed by the 

research participants. High stress levels in the body 

can create detrimental health implications for 

older adults (National Institute of Mental Health, 

n.d.). It should also be noted that, though the 

disruption of moving is stressful at any age, it can 

be significantly more stressful for an elderly senior 

with other barriers such as physical impairments 

and a fixed income in such a limited rental market.   

Nowhere to Go 

“[If I received notice to vacate my home], I would 

look for another place in James Bay, but I would be 

doing so in a confused panic state with severe 

anxiety. I do not have friends or family that I could 

stay with for a transition period” – Survey 

respondent 

 

Survey respondents indicate that there is nowhere 

to go if they needed to move from their current 

rental unit. As a result, seniors feel trapped in 

unaffordable or inadequate housing conditions. 

Although the majority are very motivated to 

remain in James Bay, only 48% report that, if their 

tenancy was terminated, they would still want to 

look for another place to live within James Bay. 

Many respondents feel that they would have to 

leave their community. 

LACK OF ADEQUATE AFFORDABLE 

HOUSING 

Many factors impact the limited supply of 

affordable housing, including meagre vacancy rates 

(0.7%), an inadequate number of affordable 

bachelor and 1-bedroom rental units, and the older 

housing stock that is being updated and taken out 

of the affordable rental market. Survey and focus 

group participants presented the following 

challenges they have faced when searching for 

rental housing in the James Bay neighbourhood:  

 

▪ High rents and low incomes. 

▪ Lack of available rentals that are appropriate in 
size and/or fit budget. 

▪ Long waitlists for subsidized/affordable 
housing units. 

▪ Zoning restrictions for diverse types of housing. 

▪ Landlords having the advantage over tenants 
(landlords can set high rates, exclude pets, etc. 
because renters are so desperate to find a 
place). 

▪ Complex rental process for downsizing. 

 

The City of Victoria is working with the province 

and the federal government to increase the 

development of rental housing while protecting 

existing rental stock. The City of Victoria’s Housing 

65%

49%

35%

25%

14%

12%

7%

7%

6%

2%

Rents too high

Not enough housing that fits my budget

Income too low

No difficulties

I have (a) pet(s)

Poor housing quality

Complex rental process

Other (please specify):

Accessibility

Difficulty finding roommates/ No or bad credit/Discrimination

OBSTACLES IN SEARCHING FOR 
HOMES IN JAMES BAY

(MORE THAN ONE RESPONSE POSSIBLE)
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56%

34%

8%

3%

2%

2%

None of the above

Living with health challenges or disabilities

Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer, Two-spirit, or other

Homeless/near homeless

Indigenous

Newcomer or refugee
IDENTIFY AS ONE 

OR MORE OF THE FOLLOWING:

Strategy acknowledges the concerns of low-income 

renters throughout the city: 
 

Renters have experienced dramatic 

increases in rents over the past decade, 

and most significantly over the past three 

years. While challenging for renters of all 

incomes, these steep increases are felt 

most acutely by low income residents, 

particularly those on fixed incomes and 

single person households, such as seniors, 

low income families, single parents and low 

wage workers. These residents can easily 

become overextended on rent, subject to 

substandard housing conditions, or unable 

to find alternative housing in the City if 

they are displaced from their homes (City 

of Victoria, 2019, p. 18). 

VULNERABLE GROUPS 

Previous research by the CSPC documented higher 

levels of discrimination in the tight housing market 

of Greater Victoria (CSPC 2019). This section 

considers specific groups within the senior 

community in James Bay that are statistically more 

likely to be low income or subject to 

discrimination. Specific indicators of potential 

vulnerability include gender, ability, culture, sexual 

orientation, Indigeneity, and poverty. The study 

uses an intersectional approach. Intersectionality 

allows a closer look at overlapping factors in a 

person’s life that may intersect with each other 

and can compound challenges. 

These vulnerability indicators influence whether 

seniors have rental housing that they feel positive 

about. Survey participants who identified as being 

in at least one vulnerable population were more 

likely to report that rent is too high and that they 

have faced accessibility and discrimination 

challenges when looking for housing (12% versus 

3% of non-vulnerable respondents).  

 

There is limited data specific to the Indigenous 

experience, cultural diversity and sexual 

orientation of seniors renting in James Bay. 

However the survey data indicates that these 

identities are crucial to consider when planning 

rental housing for seniors to ensure cultural 

sensitivity and inclusivity within housing 

developments. 

We are both over 85, [my partner] has 

Alzheimer's, I'm the ‘caretaker’, housekeeper, 

cook and have nowhere to go.”  - Survey 

respondent 

Housing experiences for seniors also differ by 

income level, age, gender, and ability. These are 

explored in the following section.  

Seniors on Low and Fixed Incomes 

According to the 2016 census data, unattached 

Survey Highlights 

• 44% identify as belonging to a group that is 
more vulnerable to low income and/or 
discrimination.  

• 34% identify living with health challenges 
or disabilities. 
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seniors in Canada had a median after-tax income of 

$26,100. The City of Victoria’s (2019) Affordable 

Housing Strategy indicates that single-person 

households are significantly overrepresented in 

Victoria compared to the national average and that 

they are more vulnerable to the impacts of recent 

changes in the housing market because only one 

person carries the full housing cost. 

 

Age and low income are intersecting factors that 

increase vulnerability. For example, pre-seniors 

tend to have the lowest incomes of those 

surveyed. Pre- seniors (aged 55-64) who are not in 

the workforce and are dependent on provincial 

income assistance programs have significantly 

lower incomes. The rate for Persons with 

Disabilities (PWD) is $1183.42 monthly for a single 

person, and the basic income assistance program is 

$760 monthly (Government of British Columbia – 

Family and Social Supports, 2020). Living on either 

of these sources of income would make finding 

affordable rental challenging in James Bay.  

 

“I have already eliminated almost all social 

activities. I had to go on PWD Assistance so 

that my prescriptions are subsidized. My 

landlord already increases the rent yearly by 

the maximum allowed amount which is about 

$25, and will get higher as rent gets higher…” 

- Survey Respondent 

 

Another impact of low incomes with high housing 

costs is the sacrifices seniors are making to pay 

their rent. Survey respondents indicate having to 

sacrifice needed medications and cut food and 

grocery budgets just to pay rent. Additionally, 

research participants also note the impacts on 

social connections by forgoing social activities and 

cancelling phone and internet services to afford 

rental increases. The inability to pay for these 

essentials has significant health implications for 

seniors and is genuinely concerning. This is 

particularly important with recent evidence that 

social connectedness is a key determinant of 

seniors’ health and within the context of COVID-19.  

“[I] cannot afford my pneumonia shot which 

costs $150 and had to pay my [doctor] over 

$100 for the exam, because I am going to be 

80 years old.” -  Survey respondent 

Only 22% of survey respondents report a pension 

as their sole income. Other income sources include 

private savings and investments, along with 

supplements, such as Guaranteed Income 

Supplement (GIS) and Shelter Aid for Elderly 

Renters (SAFER), as well as part-time employment. 

The study is unable to determine how many 

seniors rely solely on government supports for 

their income due to the limitations of the survey. 

However, one issue is clear – respondents feel that 

their incomes are not keeping up with the rents 

and other costs of living, which is creating a great 

deal of anxiety and stress.  

Government Pensions and Supplements for 

Seniors 

The following is by no means a comprehensive look 

at pensions in Canada; it is intended to provide a 

brief overview of the minimum income available to 

low-income seniors with no other income sources 

available for their retirement. 

The Old Age Security Benefit (OAS) is a monthly 

benefit for seniors aged 65 or older. Anyone who 

meets the age criteria and has lived in Canada for 

ten years or more can apply for OAS. Seniors with a 

low income who receive OAS are automatically 

eligible for the Guaranteed Income Supplement 

(GIS). This is a basic income supplement that 

ensures seniors with low incomes have a minimum 

level of income in Canada.  
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GIS is geared to income, and the amount received 

is adjusted to the income of the applicant. To be 

eligible for GIS, an applicant's maximum income 

must be under $18,600. The GIS is adjusted based 

on revenue from the previous tax year and marital 

status. For example, if a single senior has no other 

income sources, they would receive $613.53 from 

OAS and $916.38 from GIS, provided they met the 

eligibility conditions.  

Both the OAS and the GIS are adjusted for the cost 

of living by the Canadian government. Table 6 

reflects the last five years, both year over year and 

cumulatively during this period (Government of 

Canada, 2020). 1  

 

 BC Government Supplements for Seniors 

The Government of British Columbia also provides 

senior supplements to accompany the federal 

supplements of GIS and OAS. Low-income seniors 

in BC are eligible for the provincial senior’s 

supplement of a monthly maximum rate of $49.30 

 

 

 
1 The pension amounts are as of February 2020, OAS and GIS 
are adjusted quarterly by the Canadian Government based on 
Cost of Living.   

per single senior and $120.50 per senior couple, 

which is adjusted based on income (Government of 

British Columbia – Seniors Supplements, 2020).  

Additionally, BC Housing provides a portable rental 

subsidy, Shelter Aid for Elderly Renters (SAFER), to 

make rent more affordable for seniors. Individuals 

meet the eligibility requirements for SAFER if they 

are living in a market rental unit and spending 

more than 30% of their monthly income on rent, 

60 years of age and older, have lived in British 

Columbia for the past 12 months, and meet the 

Canadian citizenship or permanent residency 

requirements. Seniors with incomes above 

$2223/month are ineligible for SAFER, even if they 

are paying more than 30% of their income on rent. 

 

SAFER is an essential policy tool to address rental 

affordability issues for seniors; however, it is not 

without some concerns. Annual reapplication is 

required for continuity of the SAFER subsidy. This 

could prove challenging for aging seniors without 

supports to assist in completing and filing forms if 

they develop cognitive deterioration. Another 

critique of SAFER is the lack of income it leaves 

very low-income individuals after they pay their 

rent. Using the calculator on the BC Housing 

website and a monthly income of $1589.21 (the 

combined OAS, GIS, and BC Seniors Supplement) 

and the most recent market rent of a studio 

apartment $975, a senior would receive $277.05 in 

monthly rental assistance. This would provide a 

total monthly income of $1866. Even with SAFER, a 

low-income senior living in a James Bay market-

rate studio suite would pay more than 50% of their 

income to rent, placing them in core housing need.  

 

As mentioned in prior sections, focus group and 

survey participants indicated their concern around 

not having enough income to keep up with 

increasing rents even with government 

supplements, as many senior respondents report 

paying well over 30% of their total income on rent. 

 

Year OAS GIS 
Combined 

Total 
Monthly 

Increase 
(%) 

    y-y cum 

2020 $613.53 $916.38 $1529.91 2.0 13.8 

2019 $601.45 $898.32 $1499.77 2.5 11.6 

2018 $586.26 $876.23 $1462.79 1.4 8.8 

2017 $578.53 $864.09 $1442.62 7.3 7.3 

2016 $570.52 $773.60 $1344.12 – – 

Note: rounding may result in percentages not adding up.  

Table 6: FIXED INCOME OAS AND GIS (Employment and Social 
Development Canada, 2020)   
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“With yearly rent hikes, I pay over half of my 

monthly income for rent for a bedsit 

apartment. I now pay $795 monthly and my 

total income from [Canadian] Government 

pension and OAP (only sources) is not quite 

$1500 per month. I am grateful for SAFER 

rebate which does [increase] the income to 

almost $1800 and thus I squeeze by living 

alone on a $1000 per month more or less.” - 

Survey respondent 

Gender and Sexual Orientation and Identity 

Impacts 

 
The survey findings do not reflect the demographic 

mix of the James Bay community and over-

represents women: 72.5% of survey respondents 

identify as women, whereas only 57% of the senior 

population of James Bay are female. The over-

representation of women, particularly single 

women living alone, may reflect their greater 

financial vulnerability. Research shows that female 

seniors living alone are more likely to live in 

inadequate housing (Employment and Social 

Development Canada, 2019). 
 

In December 2018, the House of Commons 

Standing Committee on the Status of 

Women began a study of challenges facing 

senior women, with a focus on poverty and 

vulnerability.  An overarching finding of the 

Older Women’s Dialogue Project is that the 

experience of poverty and vulnerability for 

senior women is significantly impacted by 

many aspects of identity—not only gender. 

Women with disabilities, Indigenous 

women, ethnocultural minority and 

immigrant women, and LGBTQ women 

experience unique challenges as they age. 

Policy responses thus must be tailored to 

address the experiences of older women in 

all their diversity. Generic policies will fail 

to support the most vulnerable women in 

Canada (James, 2019, para. 1). 

 

Older women are especially vulnerable to abuse, 

particularity those living in rental housing:  

Victimization can occur in a variety of 

housing settings including publicly funded 

and market housing and may be 

perpetrated by family, other tenants, or 

operators. The increasing lack of affordable 

and appropriate housing for older adults 

makes their exposure to a wide variety of 

harms as tenants more likely and they may 

be forced to put up with unacceptable 

housing and social conditions because of a 

lack of alternatives (Spencer, 2008, p. 2).  

 

In the current rental market in James Bay, older 

single women may be forced to take in a 

roommate or move in with others due to 

displacement from abuse. Older women may have 

to make the difficult decision of deciding to leave 

an abusive partner and risk homelessness due to 

the lack of housing choice currently in the market.   

Individuals Living with Disabilities 

There are many complexities and challenges in 

living with a disability in a building without the 

accessibility features to accommodate mobility 

issues. As noted earlier, over one in three survey 

respondents identify as living with health 

challenges or disabilities. This is not surprising as, 

according to CMHC data, 59% of households in 

James Bay identified as having one or more 

persons in the household who experience activity 

limitations. Activity limitations inhibit the ability to 

carry out daily activities and include challenges or 

impairments with hearing, vision, communicating, 

or walking as a result of existing physical or mental 

health conditions (CMHC Housing Portal).  

 

http://www.ourcommons.ca/Committees/en/FEWO
http://www.ourcommons.ca/Committees/en/FEWO
http://www.ourcommons.ca/Committees/en/FEWO
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“… accessibility is very limited and harder on 

the aging with less mobility” – Survey 

respondent 

 

Several survey respondents identify rental features 

they require to aid their mobility, including 

elevators, easy to open entry doors, ramps, lower 

sinks, elevated toilets, and calming traffic features.  

Dealing with an injury, surgery, or illness would be 

a challenge for a senior in an older walk-up 

building in James Bay. Participants also feel that 

supportive housing is lacking, and wait times to 

access supportive units for those in need are 

lengthy. 

 

“Waitlists for more accessible, supportive 

independent living and assistive living programs 

are lengthy. We both applied for a place at 

Glenshiel Housing 606 Douglas St. so many months 

ago - waiting, waiting, waiting - how much 

longer?” – Survey respondent 

 

The City of Victoria’s Housing Strategy identifies 

this current gap in inclusive and barrier-free 

housing by acknowledging that the city needs to 

increase inclusivity by building more accessible 

housing for seniors and people with different 

abilities. The provincial government does provide 

retrofit grants to seniors looking to modify their 

homes to encourage aging in place. However, some 

survey respondents note that they would like to 

see more supports for tenants to age in place, as it 

can be difficult to get landlords to pursue 

assistance for necessary adaptations required. 

 
“… as you age in place in a rental [unit] how do we 

support that? Landlords may not want to do those 

retrofits.” – Survey respondent 
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This study reveals that low to moderate-income 
seniors in the rental housing market are facing a 
significant crisis of affordability, security of tenure, 
and rent stability. These housing issues place 
seniors at considerable risk of losing their housing, 
and if this occurs, they will face homelessness in 
the current rental market in Greater Victoria.  
 
It is also clear from this study that seniors are 
connected to the community and wish to remain 
where they have established social and support 
networks and that doing so benefits their health. 
The neighbourhood of James Bay has many 
features that are desirable to seniors on fixed 
incomes – good transit, high walkability, close 
amenities, and easy access to affordable leisure 
and social activities. Seniors have historically made 
their home in the James Bay community; however, 
the current housing crisis risks changing the 
neighbourhood's demographics significantly, as it 
has already pushed many seniors out of the 
community and risks displacing many more in the 
near future.    
 

The demand for senior housing in Victoria will only 

increase in the future. According to BC Non-Profit 

Housing Association (BCNPHA), an aging 

population, in combination with population 

growth, will account for much of the growth in 

rental housing demand in the region. BCNPHA 

indicates that by 2036, there will be a significant 

increase in the population over the age of 65. 

Given the attraction the James Bay neighbourhood 

has for seniors in Victoria, one would deduce that 

this will place significantly more pressure on the 

rental housing market in the neighbourhood. This 

report may serve as an indicator that this 

prediction is already coming to fruition.   

  

BCNPHA concludes that “rental housing demand 

grows less than population growth. To the 

extent that vacancies cannot accommodate the 

additional demand, new stock will need to be 

developed. Additional renter households in core 

housing need will require some form of assistance 

to ensure that housing is affordable” (BC Non-

Profit Housing Association, 2012, p. 3).  

 

This section provides conclusions and 

recommendations with a focus on some of the 

challenges identified in the study and opportunities 

based on the current affordable housing strategies 

available to tackle these challenges. Although the 

situation for low to moderate-income seniors in 

the rental market in James Bay appears intractable, 

there has never been a better time to address 

these challenges, as all three levels of government 

have currently developed long-term housing 

affordability strategies and funding.   

 

Within the survey responses, there were some 

critiques of the current federal, provincial and 

regional policy strategies; however, speaking to 

these is out of scope for this study mandate, and 

this study cannot do so comprehensively. Instead, 

the conclusions of this study focus on applying 

these government strategies at a local level to 

assist senior renters in the James Bay 

neighbourhood and throughout the city of Victoria 

as a whole. This study also analyzes local 

experiences, contextualizing it within the current 

regional, provincial, and national policy 

frameworks to identify opportunities for local 

housing development and engagement to help 

shape future advocacy and policy direction 

regionally. It is important to note that the current 

Coronavirus pandemic adds a layer of complexity 

to this issue that may require a revisit of the data 

within this context in the future.   

 

The newly built, sizeable luxury seniors’ retirement 

community is the only new seniors specific housing 

in the James Bay, and these units will not be 

attainable to many of the seniors in market rental 

housing in the neighbourhood. In 2019, the City of 

CONCLUSIONS 
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Victoria approved $1.396 million towards the 

expansion to the Capital Housing Region 

Corporation’s (CHRC) Michigan Square re-

development to expand this development by 44 

units of affordable housing for seniors, adults with 

disabilities, working singles, and families. The 

planned expansion of the CHRC development on 

Michigan Square is a significant social housing 

investment; however, based on the projected 

expansion, it will do little to address seniors rental 

housing, the largest group in core housing need in 

the neighbourhood. 

 

The new City of Victoria Seniors Taskforce has 

several recommendations that could provide an 

opportunity for the community to expand supports 

for seniors renting in James Bay. Specifically, the 

task force recommends creating more purpose-

built rental housing for seniors, building a wide 

range of public and private housing options for 

seniors, supporting seniors who are housing 

insecure, and creating transitional housing for 

seniors coming out of the hospital. Additional 

recommendations include reviewing food security 

measures, providing information through various 

channels to ensure seniors are informed about 

services available in the community, providing 

supports to help seniors navigate services, and 

advocating for the province to review eligibility for 

low-income seniors for transit passes.  All of these 

task force recommendations are hopeful, and 

many would address the seniors’ rental housing 

issues and challenges identified within this report. 

 

In keeping with the task force’s recommendations, 

in the short term, James Bay seniors need urgent 

access to a local food bank or other food security 

provisions to help offset the high costs of living 

they are currently facing because of housing 

unaffordability in the neighbourhood. The 

neighbourhood is also in urgent need of a support 

program that assists seniors in navigating their 

rental challenges, helps them better understand 

and navigate seniors housing available to them, 

advocates for their rights when they need support 

with RTA issues, and to assist them with 

completing applications and registering for 

government supports. 

RECOMMENDATIONS: 

1. Development of seniors rental housing in 
James Bay that is affordable to low and 
moderate-income seniors. This housing could 
either be subsidized or non-subsidized with 
Shelter Aid for Elderly Renters (SAFER) 
supports. 

2. Develop a seniors’ navigator program in James 
Bay with liaison advocates, to help seniors who 
are struggling or at risk in their current housing 
or the current rental market. This navigator 
(i.e. liaison) would provide seniors with a place 
to access support in finding available housing, 
advocacy resources, assistance with 
applications for income supplements, and a 
variety of health and wellbeing services.  

3. Establish a food security program in the 
neighbourhood of James Bay for seniors to 
access, such as a food pantry, food bank, or 
community food hub that offers low-cost, 
healthy meals or meal delivery. This support is 
currently occurring in the community as part of 
the response to COVID-19. The need to address 
food insecurity among seniors due to the high 
costs of living will continue after the pandemic. 
Therefore, a plan to continue and sustain 
current programs that address food security 
following the pandemic response will be 
required.
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